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In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.




‘We must plan for five years ahead and twenty years and a hundred years.’


Sir Macfarlane Burnett




INTRODUCTION


How much should science fiction aspire to be prophecy? How much, in other words, should SF writers be held to a standard of ‘realism’ in what they describe? There are as many different answers to this as there are writers. Ursula le Guin, for instance, has talked of her SF being principally ‘metaphorical’ rather than extrapolative – and so argued that scientific rigour is not what her readers should be seeking. But there are also works at the other end of the spectrum, and The Sea and Summer (1987) is one of the finest.


George Turner was born in Melbourne in 1916, but did not publish any SF until Beloved Son in 1978. From then until his death in 1997, he produced six SF novels. The Sea and Summer (published in the USA as Drowning Towers) is the best known of them: in the UK, it won the second Arthur C Clarke Award. Alongside his SF work, he was a distinguished literary figure in Australia: he published several mainstream novels, an autobiography, and a good deal of literary criticism.


The Sea and Summer tackles a subject that’s a common part of public discourse now, but was much more marginal then: climate change, and the effect it might have on our society. There are two threads to the book. The main one, ‘The Sea and Summer’, takes place in the mid-21st century, as these effects have become visible: Melbourne is flooded and basking in the warmth of an endless summer. A framing narrative, ‘The Autumn People’, is set centuries later. A new Ice Age is in prospect, and a writer is trying to make sense of how people thought in the ‘Greenhouse centuries’.


The Sea and Summer isn’t just about environmental issues, though. It has far broader political concerns – and, moreover, a sense of how all the influences on a society interact and affect individuals. Turner’s 21st century is one of sharp divisions between the rich and the poor (the ‘Sweet’ and the ‘Swill’), with a sense that it’s all but impossible for people to move up the ladder. The story is told from several different perspectives and across a number of years and avoids simplistic explanations of what might have caused this situation or how it might be solved. In this respect, it’s reminiscent of John Brunner’s Stand on Zanzibar (1968), Thomas M. Disch’s 334 (1972) – or, more recently, Kim Stanley Robinson’s 2312 (2012). These books – which might be called mosaic novels – use multiple viewpoints to give a sense of their society at all levels. Several of them also track characters progressively growing older, their attitudes shifting as their experiences do. In The Sea and Summer, there’s also a serious attempt to discuss how history works and how people might be able to influence it. Consider, for instance, Teddy’s encounters with ideas of Utopia in Chapter 13. Both this and the framing narrative can be seen as offering further perspectives on Turner’s world. It is not in any sense predestined that things have to be this way; so how might they be otherwise? How could a different world be built? That’s not to say this book is only about ‘issues’: the characters are sharply differentiated, and the writing is vivid and sometimes beautiful (for an example of the latter, see Alison’s paean to summer in Chapter 1).


In his Postscript to the novel, Turner strikes a modest note about the power of predictive SF: ‘This novel cannot be regarded as prophetic; it is not offered as a dire warning. Its purpose is simply to highlight a number of possibilities that deserve urgent thought.’ But we shouldn’t be surprised if, given the detail and thoughtfulness of his extrapolations, much of what the book describe does come to pass. For instance, he posits a collapse of the financial system in the mid-21st century. Although the world did not suffer such a collapse in 2007–8, it came perilously close to one: it was certainly possible to see what that abyss looked like. Not exactly a prediction come true, then, but certainly an issue that deserves urgent thought.


The word that most comes to my mind when trying to describe The Sea and Summer is ‘scope’. Even though it focuses on only one place, it seems as if Turner has thought about every aspect of his future. Everything fits together, we are shown precisely what we need to understand his world, and his vision has an encompassing power that is as compelling as prophecy.


Graham Sleight




THE AUTUMN PEOPLE
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The sun, high in early afternoon, sparkled on still water. There was no breeze; only the powercraft’s wake disturbed the placid bay. The pilot’s chart showed in dotted lines an old riverbed directly below his keel, but no current flowed at the surface; the Yarra now debouched some distance to the north, at the foot of the Dandenongs where the New City sheltered among hills and trees.


The pilot had lost his first awe of the Old City and the vast extent of the drowned ruins below; this was for him a routine trip. He carried hundreds of historians, archaeologists, divers and sightseers in the course of a year. His thought now was simple pleasure that the sun had power enough to have made it worthwhile to shed his clothes and enjoy its warmth on his skin.


There were not many such days, even in midsummer, and the southern wind would bring a chill before nightfall. Enjoy while you may, he thought, snatch the moment. And if that edged a little too close to hedonism for a practicing Christian, so be it. He believed in the forgiveness of sin rather than in the possibility of his own perfection.


When this sunken city had reached its swollen maximum of population and desperation, a thousand years before, the sun had blazed throughout the four seasons, but that time was over and would not return. The Long Summer had ended and the Long Winter – perhaps a hundred thousand years of it – loomed. The cold southern wind at nightfall, every nightfall, was its whisper of intent and the pilot was happy to be living now rather than earlier or later.


Not every wall and spire of the Old City lay below the bay. The melting of the Antarctic ice cap had been checked as the polluted atmosphere rebalanced its elements and the blanket of global heat dissipated; the fullest rise of the ocean level had been forestalled though not soon enough to avert disaster to the coastal cities of the planet. To the north and northeast of the powercraft’s position lay the islands which had been the higher ground of Melbourne’s outer suburbs, forested now and overgrown, but storehouses of history.


The other ruins, the other storehouses, part submerged, were clusters of gigantic towers built (with the blind persistence of those who could not believe in the imminence of disaster) in the lower reaches of the sprawling city. There were ten Enclaves, each a group of nearly identical towers whose designs had varied little in the headlong efficiency of their building. The Enclave now approached by the powercraft was one of the largest, a forest of twenty-four giants evenly spaced in an area of some four square kilometers opposite what had been in that far time the mouth of the Yarra. It was shown on the pilot’s chart as Newport Towers, with the caution Erratic Currents, a notation common to all the Enclaves. These ancient masses, each more than 100 meters on a side, created races and eddies at change of tide.


Marin knew that what he saw were only the lower hulks of buildings which had stretched at the sky. Their greedy height had not withstood the eroding sea and the cyclones of destabilized weather patterns. Not one had endured entire; most were only sub-surface stumps of their hugeness, splintered jawfuls of broken teeth. It was difficult to conceive of them in their unpleasant heyday, twenty-four human warrens, each fifty to seventy stories high and verminous with the seething humanity of the Greenhouse Culture.


He lived in a world where architecture favoured concern for surroundings, where stairways were thought of as an inconvenience and two-floor dwellings a rarity; processing conditions occasionally demanded excessive height in factories and these were bounded by restrictions of design and position. (It was estimated that in Old America some structures had approached a kilometer in height and there was much argument about the pressures that had produced such extravagance.)


He was bored with the Enclaves as such; there seemed little more to be discovered in their catacomb silence although today’s fare seemed to find them a lifetime study. And not so much ‘them’ as a particular one.


He asked over his shoulder, ‘Tower Twenty-three, Scholar? As usual?’ and she agreed, ‘As usual.’


The powercraft was a large one and the two passengers astern were sufficiently removed to speak quietly without his hearing, but he had the usual human awareness of being talked about, sensing the small alteration of timbre in the susurrus of speech.


The man asked, ‘Does he always use the formal address? That must be the tenth time.’


‘Always.’ The historian was amused. ‘The Christians are a punctilious lot, always polite but conscious of sanctity – not plainly apart but not wholly of the common herd.’


‘Insulting!’


‘No, only defensive. They feel themselves to be a rapidly decreasing minority as the contemplative oriental philosophies gain ground. And fools do tend to sneer at them.’


‘Do you wonder? Anyone who thinks he can draw a line between good and evil is at best mistaken, at worst demented. The Christians as I understand them want to save mankind from sin without first understanding either sin or mankind.’


She smiled at him. ‘Do you believe that or are you roughing out an epigram for your play?’


Because she had prodded a real weakness the actor-playwright contented himself with an enigmatic shrug; she had an unerring aim for small vanities and in the twenty-four hours of their acquaintance had made him aware of it. There was, for instance, his claim to Viking ancestry, based solely on his name, Andra Andrasson, though a strong Aboriginal strain coloured him unmistakably; the dark skin made it necessary for him to use a heavy Caucasian makeup for most roles and as a consequence he often went unrecognized in the public street. ‘Who wants to be pestered by fans?’ he had asked and had been almost able to hear her unspoken, You’d love it. Which he would.


Establishing the tutor-student relationship, no doubt. That was better than a predatory interest in a good-looking young man (thirty – er, – five is young enough); he had learned a healthy fear of footloose older women at first-night parties. This one, at any rate, was all tutor and chattily disinterested when not busily informing.


Lenna Wilson was not, in fact, wholly disinterested, merely unaroused – more accurately, a little disappointed. She had been properly excited at the request for consultation from one of the foremost stage personalities of the day and more than a little stimulated by his presence and his easy handsomeness. Then, on this first excursion, he had seized the chance to sunbathe and demagnetization had set in. In the nude he was curiously shapeless – tubular was her mute description – as though form were the gift of his tailor, and in movement he displayed little grace. Yet on stage he could mesmerize with a gesture, put on majesty, collapse into clowning or be instantly a nameless man in the street.


Well, each to his talent and hers was for history. She was as respected in her niche as he in his (though about one tenthousandth as well known) and he had confirmed his knowledge of this by the string pulling he had done to obtain her agreement to coach him for a single force-fed week.


She said, ‘Don’t expect too much here. It’s easy to be let down at first sight.’


‘I expect to be horrified.’


‘By empty rooms?’


‘By ghosts.’


‘That will need conjury.’


He sat up, speaking more loudly. ‘Conjury is my business. I must call up visions before I can construct a play.’


The pilot looked over his shoulder as though he expected to catch a large theatrical gesture to smile at but saw only the set face of a man who took his work seriously and chose to express himself in metaphor.


Andra grinned quickly at him and said, ‘In all this wreckage there must be a few ghosts on call.’


‘Dirty, stinking ghosts, Artist, crowded, lewd and violent.’ His urgent Christianity spurred him further than was wise. ‘They were evil people.’


‘Nevertheless,’ Lenna said, ‘they were the stuff of history.’


Marin, competent at his work, was also an academically ambitious man; his formal address of Lenna did not indicate respect, only a distancing. With the certainty of the indoctrinated he insisted, ‘They were wicked – they and those like them ruined the world for all who came after. Scholar, they denied history.’


‘Perhaps so,’ she replied equably, ‘but if history is to record the ascent of man it must also recognize the periods of his fall.’ Oh, dear, now we’ll get the Garden of Eden.


He was not such a fool as that and knew he had overplayed dogmatism. He pushed up a smile. ‘In a few minutes, Artist, you will be able to question the ghosts for yourself.’


It was not much of a jest but it served to end discussion. He pulled the wheel hard over and the powercraft swung smoothly past two drearily tumbled steel and concrete monsters. The remains of broken walls that protruded above the water for a forlorn story or two were black with the grime of centuries, pitted with friction and a thousand agents of corrosion; glassless windows gaped.


‘Twenty-three,’ said Marin, gliding them into the shadow of the tower that stood like a sentry on the northwest corner of the Enclave.


The building, Andra judged, was about 100 meters square and the water at this point – he glanced at the pilot’s dashboard – was something more than thirty meters deep so that what remained, with only three fairly whole stories rearing above the water, was a poor fragment of a once colossal structure. Narrow, shattered balconies ran completely around each floor and to one of these was hooked a sort of gangplank descending a few feet to a floating platform. Marin drew the powercraft alongside and grappled on.


‘Best to dress, Artist,’ he suggested as he shrugged into an overall. ‘It is cooler inside.’


‘Thank you.’ Andra pulled on shirt and trousers while Lenna, fully dressed because she thought sunbathing an unproductive and dull pursuit, stepped overside on to the platform which rocked to her weight.


‘That wouldn’t ride out a mild storm,’ Andra observed.


‘The History Department provides a caretaker at each Enclave. The access floats are taken in when need be.’


‘After all this time you still study these ruins?’


‘There’s no end to it. Divers find new and strange things, new study techniques demand constant scrutiny of the artefacts, fresh interpretations demand wholesale re-examination of the buildings.’


He was impressed. ‘I’m told that your work in progress overthrows previous conclusions.’


Suddenly a tutor, she corrected him. ‘Seeks to modify some previous conclusions about social attitudes of the Greenhouse Culture and to suggest that the Sweet/Swill cleavage was less complete than has been assumed.’


‘That sounds the sort of information I need.’


‘For your playscript?’


‘For bridging characters. It would be difficult to present two totally separated strata.’


She said with tutorial orderliness, ‘We must discuss it later,’ and switched to picnic enthusiasm as she started up the gangplank, ‘Come inside, it’s absolutely fascinating.’


It was not a word he would have chosen for the naked concrete of the tiny apartment they entered through the balcony window. Bare rooms always seem small, constricted, but to Andra these were claustrophobic. There were three, each about three meters by two and a half, leading into each other, and two half-sized roomlets at one end. He thought that with some knocking out of walls it would make an overnight flat, a pied-à-terre, but not a place to live in. He hazarded, ‘A two-person flat?’


Behind him Marin laughed without joy. Lenna said, ‘It was intended for a family of four, but there was never enough room and soon no money for building. Seven or eight was common, often more than that.’


‘In here! They’d live like animals!’ The words were shocked out of him.


‘Animals had more space – they were precious. Think of this: there were seventy floors in the completed tower and we estimate that 70,000 people lived in it.’


He stared doubtfully around the box of a room.


‘That meant,’ Lenna said, ‘when you subtract areas for lightwells, liftwells and stairways, less than four square meters of living space for each individual and his furniture.’


Andra could not take it in. He imagined eight beds, with chairs and tables, wardrobes and shelves . . . an airship cabin would afford more space . . . ‘Such poverty!’


Marin spoke like one who sees no need for shock. ‘Throughout history, poverty was the lot of the common man.’


Lenna glanced at him with mild surprise. ‘Yes, we tend to forget that. We see the monuments and forget the millions who starved to raise them.’


Andra shivered, not with cold. ‘At least we have eliminated that from the world.’


‘The interesting statistic,’ she said drily, ‘is the number of millennia it took us to learn how to do so, though it was always easy and we always knew it.’


She led the way from the flat into a dark corridor that ran the length of the building. A window at each extremity gave the only light save at the end where they stood; here a battery-fed standard lamp had been set up to illuminate some thirty meters of the length. By its light Andra saw that the cracked, broken, flaked-away walls had at some stage been painted; faint outlines and fainter suggestions of colour spread over every inch of wall space.


Hesitantly, peering, he asked, ‘Murals?’


Lenna said, ‘Of a kind,’ and Marin, ‘You’ll see.’


She went ahead toward the window at the western end. ‘We have managed to reconstruct a section of the wall decorations by computer-enhanced X-ray examination. Bring the lamp, please, Marin.’


The pilot brought the light down to the last doorway in the corridor, where it sparkled on a dozen meters of extraordinary glitter and confusion.


‘They used paint, charcoal, whitewash, aerosol lacquers and anything that would cling and then spread their designs one atop the others. Creative boredom.’


Indeed so. Andre could recognize nothing entirely, could only perceive hints of design emerging from a chaos of forms and streaks and splotches and dismembered spates of lettering. He studied the lettering, trying to extract words, and could not.


‘Language has changed,’ Lenna reminded him.


He told her irritably, ‘I learned Late Middle English for the reading of Shakespeare originals but I can’t recognize anything here.’


‘Poverty, Andra. Education was one of the luxuries that went into the discard. Most of the late Swill neither wrote nor read. Those who did couldn’t spell.’


The subject common to graffiti the world over appeared again and again in blatant crudity and total lack of draftsmanship, but the finest example, drawn over all the rest and pristine in reproduction, graced the door of the corner flat. In brilliant, impertinent white a huge penis stretched most of the height of the door, balanced on a pair of gargantuan testicles.


‘Strangely,’ Lenna said, ‘we know that to have been a child’s joke. The most extraordinary snippets of information survive. We know quite a lot about the man who lived here.’


‘That he was proud enough to leave this on his door?’


‘We don’t know what he thought. That’s a problem in historical reconstruction, that we know what and usually why but so rarely how the people thought about anything.’


‘Written records,’ he protested.


‘Those aren’t thoughts so much as afterthoughts, and they generally show it.’ She pushed the door open. ‘We’ve tried to reconstruct this flat from scraps of information on a dozen tapes and files, but we still don’t know the important thing about the Kovacs family, how its members thought from moment to moment. We can only extrapolate – meaning guess.’


She urged him gently inside.


His immediate reaction was that nobody in such surroundings could think at all. In the first room were two single beds and between them a roughly carpentered rocking chair; on one side, between the foot of a bed and the end wall, stood a small table which could unfold to some two meters and, leaning behind it, four pews folded flat. The floor was covered with a shiny, patterned material which Andra bent to touch.


‘What is it?’


‘They called it plastic linoleum. We had to manufacture a substitute – it wears quickly.’


Behind him, next to the door, a grey one-and-a-half meter screen filled the available space; below it an array of knobs and terminals was lettered with abbreviations he could not follow.


‘Television?’


‘They called it a triv; it was a general purpose communication center. They hadn’t advanced to crystal web projection. That’s one of the few things we do better than they.’


Marin said sharply, ‘We use everything better. We live better, think better.’


Andra spoke without looking around. ‘Be a good fellow and give your spleen a rest.’


He moved to the next room. Here were two double-tiered bunks with a chair between and footlockers at the ends. On the walls cartoon pictures danced – anthropomorphized cats, dogs, mice and a large, fat-bellied, ineffably good-natured bear.


‘For children?’


‘Surely. Eleven people lived in this flat, most of them children. We suppose they slept two to a bed in here.’


Something essential was missing. ‘Where did they store their clothes?’


‘A short answer might be, what clothes? They had little beyond necessities. Probably they folded them at night and used them as pillows.’


He shivered again, unable to control pity and a creeping, unreasonable shame. At the same time his planning mind was creating a stage set – a full-width apartment with sections of the next one and at the other end the outdoor balcony – sliding walls, fold downs – the whole thing on turnover with the outer wall on the reverse, with crystal web illusion to give length and perspective – lifts, shifts, turntables, scrims, all in constant motion to allow actors access to flats above and below – and all alive with restless, shabby, desperate, pulsating life . . . odor stimulation to provide a discreet hint of animal sweat at moments of crowded energy . . .


The third room was comparative luxury – one double bed, one chair, one small cupboard, a table and, surprisingly, a bookcase.


‘This was the only concession he allowed himself. A private room to run to.’


‘Who?’


‘Kovacs. Billy Kovacs. He was the Tower Boss, a man of great authority, feared and loved.’


Andra knelt to the books. ‘Encyclopedias, dictionaries, an atlas, children’s primers. For teaching his children?’


‘For teaching himself. He had vision of a sort. In an earlier day they might have called him a Renaissance Man.’ Andra pulled at a huge, ancient tome, ‘Don’t. They’re dummies. His own copies were dust long ago – they were old and dated when he owned them.’


The busy internal note-taker muttered to itself, Now there’s a character I could play – gutter visionary – tall, tough, no, shuffling, slightly hunchbacked with raging eyes, no, stop being obvious, file it for later . . .


The two small end rooms were respectively a tiny kitchen and a shower recess with lavatory stool. ‘No laundrapool,’ he commented before the foolishness of that struck him.


Lenna made scrubbing motions. ‘Kitchen sink. Rough soap and muscle power.’


‘I can’t take this in. I want to go outside. I’ll look in again in a day or two.’


Marin said, ‘Try to imagine the smell of eleven grimy bodies, meals cooking and a blocked sewer. The noise of screeching kids and desperate adults bawling at their nerves’ ends.’


Andra went straight out of the place and back to the powercraft. In the density of the vision conjured by his creativity he was sweat-stinking, revolted, need-driven and guilty before the 70,000 ghosts of Tower Twenty-three.
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The university had been built 1,000 meters up on the forward slopes of the Dandenongs, its south faces looking out over the foothills where the New City sprawled in smug comfort, over the islands which had been the outskirts of the Old City and, further, over the water which was its grave. Its low buildings camouflaged by trees, the university was nearly invisible by day but now, with the sun westering down to the horizon and searching out window glass, it could be detected in brilliant blazes under the green.


In Lenna’s flat, on the southern rim of the campus, Andra drank her imported coffee – New Guinea Highland, Mutated, very draining on credit – and gazed out over the islands and the bay. After the afternoon calm it was visibly tumultuous, even at this twenty-kilometre remove, grey and streaked and ominous; closer, just outside the panoramic window, branches whipped and shrubs bent before the wind.


He was a Sydney man, new to this southern phenomenon of an evening gale which lashed the sun down into the water before dying away into silent night. ‘Is it regular, every night?’


Lenna, fortyish and lazily plump, was content to take her coffee at ease in a lounger. ‘Quite regular. In winter, longer and colder.’


‘A trend?’


‘Possibly. The meteorologists will not commit themselves. This may be a limited, minor weather cycle but it will take a decade of observation and measurement to be sure.’


‘I saw animals swimming in the bay as we came back. Marin said they were seals.’


She smiled at his unwillingness to ask the obvious question. ‘Yes. They are coming further north as the polar currents edge up the coast.’


‘I’ve read’ – he hesitated with the uncertainty of the amateur before a more precisely trained mind, – ‘I’ve read that the Ice Age could strike very quickly.’


‘In historical terms, that’s true, but quickly to a historian may mean a couple of centuries.’ He looked ridiculously relieved, she thought, as though he had suspected it of waiting to catch him before bedtime. ‘There will probably be a succession of cold snaps – very sudden and very cold, each lasting a decade or so – before the interglacial ends and the ice closes in. There’s little chance that you will see it happen.’


‘I don’t wish to, I like the world as it is.’ But he had been deeply affected by the towers and the sense of an immense past thirty or forty meters below the keel, brought face to face in his creative imagination with the vastness of changes that had metamorphosed a planet as mindlessly as cosmic eruptions destroyed and created stars.


Lenna said, ‘We know this interglacial is approaching its end. The Greenhouse melted the poles and the glaciers, and those won’t reform overnight, but the conditions that will finally recreate them will freeze the bones of the planet long before.’


‘And humanity that has just struggled out of a second Dark Age will have its back to the wall again.’


‘Don’t be dramatic about history. We’re very well equipped to endure a million years of cold. Our ancestors weathered an Ice Age in caves and animal skins, hunting with flint-tipped spears. I’ll be surprised if we don’t do reasonably well with insulation technology and fusion power. Besides, the equatorial zone will almost certainly be ice-free and temperate. An Ice Age is no great tragedy – it is in fact the normal state of the planet. We have knowledge and we have the Forward Planning Centers. We’ll make the change smoothly.’


Outside, the sun vanished and the evening wind slackened perceptibly. The sky darkened. In the foothills, street lights made sudden patterns of habitation.


Andra made a short, trained, dramatic gesture to the scattered tower Enclaves fading into darkness. ‘As I understand it, if I’ve followed the historical line correctly, they knew what was coming to them just as we know what is ahead of us. Yet they did nothing about it.’


‘They fell into destruction because they could do nothing about it; they had started a sequence which had to run its course in unbalancing the climate. Also, they were bound into a web of interlocking systems – finance, democratic government, what they called high-tech, defensive strategies, political bared teeth and maintenance of a razor-edged status quo – which plunged them from crisis to crisis as each solved problem spawned a nest of new ones. There was a tale of a boy who jammed his finger in the leak in the dyke – I think it’s still in kindergarten primers. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries the entire planet stood with its fingers plugging dykes of its own creation until the sea washed over their muddled status quo. Literally.’ She gestured. ‘It’s all there for you to read.’


Andra put down his coffee and crossed the low table (solid ebony, he noted with collector’s envy) where lay the eleven great fat folders titled A Preliminary Survey of Factors Affecting the Collapse of the Greenhouse Culture in Australia.


Preliminary! There must be 5,000 sheets here, a million words. Who could extract dramatic data from such a torrent? In the terms of his research grant he had just one week . . . Wondering how to put this to her without offense, he asked, gaining time, ‘Was the Australian situation so different from that of the other continents?’


‘Possibly better in many respects. I chose Australia for a laboratory specimen because I am here and because covering the world in comparative analysis would swallow my lifetime. Others can check my work against their observations elsewhere.’


Andra said shyly, exerting conscious charm to cover his wariness of tutorial pride, ‘And I’m afraid that reading all that would swallow my research week.’


Sunk too far in the lounger, Lenna struggled to her feet, gasping laughter. ‘Heavens, man, I don’t expect you to read it. It’s a specialist work; you’d need a general historical and technical grounding to get anything much out of it.’ She picked out a single folder. ‘I’ve marked passages here which should be useful, but there’s no point in your attacking the whole opus.’


Thankfully he scanned the subtitle, forbidding enough: The State in balance with the Sweet/Swill dichotomy, but at least he knew what the words meant. ‘Should I start on this tonight?’


She took it from him. ‘Later, perhaps. There’s something else I’d rather you read first.’ She bit her lip, seeming at a loss for words, as though their positions were mysteriously reversed and she in awe of his special expertise. ‘It is a less . . . formal presentation.’


Dear light of sanity, but she’s written a bloody play and wants me to read it. Years of ghastly amateur scripts flooded his memory. But how could he refuse his assigned tutor?


‘Actually,’ she said, ‘it’s a sort of novel.’


Better, much better. He wouldn’t have to explain to her that her coddled work was neither stageable nor rescuable. (Besides, he intended to write this play himself.)


She carried on breathlessly, ‘The thing is, I want a popular audience. I haven’t spent twelve years on this to see it buried in the data files for plunder by students in search of a theme. I want to correct the public idea of what our ancestors were like. All they have is folklore and guesswork and idiotic popular plays that can’t get so much as the clothing right.’


He sympathized. He had appeared in some of them before he became Andra Andrasson who could pick and choose his roles, demand a Shakespearean revival and get it – and make it pay.


He said with automatic enthusiasm, ‘That sounds just the thing! I’d love to read it.’ It didn’t matter how bad it might be so long as all the precise, accurate detail could be lifted out of it . . . ‘You said, a sort of a novel.’


‘I meant that it is not an imagined fiction. It is researched. All the characters lived and left records on tape and in data banks. There are descriptions, even pictures and police records providing detail.’


A true story. The artist’s kiss of death. The terror of publishers’ readers.


She said, ‘The flat we saw today . . .’ and trailed off, to try again. ‘I’ve written it around the Tower Boss, Billy Kovacs.’


‘You have?’ His sudden vehemence startled her. She could not see the surge of images latent, waiting for the name to release them.


The Renaissance Man from the gutter.


Loved and feared.


From a crowded hovel in a termite heap ruling an immured nation of 70,000 suffering ghosts.


Teaching himself from old books while children screamed and scampered around his feet.


Fighting for – for what? – For some decency and order while the ocean rose?


A symbol.


‘Where is it?’ She found herself facing a man lost in a need. ‘Give it to me!’


Back in his room his preparation amounted to no more than kicking off his dress shoes and piling cushions on the bed to prop himself for reading. A small voice at the back of his mind suggested that he had been overbearing, discourteous and precipitate in rushing off with his prize, but surely the woman understood devotion to an idea. Hadn’t she spent twelve years on hers? In any case, said a more urgent mental voice, he had the book and could deal with hurt feelings later.


It was on a recorder block no larger than his palm which meant, presumably, that it was in final draft; he might have arrived just in time to intercept it. He slipped the block into its vent under the screen, took up the remote control, settled himself on the bed and set the scanner operating. The screen turned black and the first dull yellow letters appeared:


The Sea and Summer


A Historical Reconstruction


by


Lenna Williams


No parade of doctoral honorifics. He flicked off the title page and a cluster of Acknowledgments, passed quickly over the Contents – mainly uninformative proper names – steadied the first page of text in the frame and enlarged the image until at five meters he could read easily.


He was a thoughtful reader rather than a fast one, a visualizer who might take a full day over a playscript, creating each scene and movement as the dialogue set the author’s dummies in motion. A novel was, to him, a playscript with more explicit stage directions.


The first short chapter was atmospheric stuff, nice enough as an introduction, a lulling of the reader into a specific receptivity. In dramatic form it would disappear altogether, replaced by lighting, music and subliminals.


The second chapter got smartly down to business. He recognized a screen-based technique at work, selective rather than consecutive. It seemed very simply presented . . .


. . . until he came without warning upon an attitude of mind, unheralded and unexplained, which balked his immediate perception. He thought about it. It’s no use saying we don’t have social distinctions, because we do, but they tend to be lateral rather than vertical, a partitioning-off of equals. This Sweet/Swill cleavage is hard to take, too final, too artificial. But it seems central to the Greenhouse Culture.


It made better sense when he came upon mention of the Fringe, the interface between the lordly and the lorded over. The Fringe did not figure in the popular folklore which concentrated on the savageries of the cleavage. Audiences, he admitted sourly, like their subtleties simplified; they demand intellection without the need for thought.


He rolled off the bed to hunt for the pens and pad which should be in supply, found them in a desk which unfolded from the wall, returned to the bed and made a note: How did this division arise? Why no revolution?


He read very slowly for two hours, making several pages of questions for Lenna. At this snail pace he would occupy two days ingesting this novel of ordinary length, stopping and starting and at length visualizing in enormous detail.


As his concentration flickered, he switched off. Visualization was the hurdle; he must study archive pictures of the Fringe houses, assuming they existed, obtain accurate details of dress and re-examine those decrepit towers at close range, perhaps dive to street level. Only with a grasp of background could he make Kovacs move amid the heaving squalor and latent violence of his time.




THE SEA AND SUMMER
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Alison Conway


AD 2061


When I was a little girl going to Kindergarten we had the annual glories of the sea and summer. We brats – at that age we are all brats with angel smiles hiding the designs of demons – paddled from the beach at Elwood while the sun showered down bright splinters on the blue-green bay.


Summer! Paradisal time of cold drinks and coloured salads, skimpy frocks and games under the garden hose, days at the seaside with sunburn and jellyfish, sand and seaweed and lush wavelets of cuddling water. Playtime without end!


Yet every year there was an end called winter with lead-heavy clouds and storms on the bay, long woollies and cold mornings, rain on window panes and the fear that summer might not return.


Summer always returned. It was winter that faded imperceptibly from the around of the planet’s seasons while magical summer grew humid and threatening and tropically wet. There were mild winters, then warmish winters, then short winters that merged into extended autumns without any real winter at all. Sleet and hail and frost became memories of ‘the old days’ and their occasional freak appearances disturbed us, menacing the new order of perpetual summer, perpetual holiday.


Lovely changes came to our gardens as plants were tricked by the falsehoods of the weather and some grew to extraordinary sizes. Roses like sunflowers, dandelions half a meter tall, pansies like velvet plates! It’s the extra CO2 explained the neighbourhood know alls, it feeds some plants but it kills others. Which others? We saw no others; they had died off and gone away. They explained, too, that the CO2 was a farming disaster, that the wheat belt was shifting south and being crammed against the coast and the old wheat belt was already a dust bowl, forcing whole populations to move and leave ghost towns whispering in an empty countryside.


Didn’t they know it would happen? Oh, yes, ‘they’ knew; back in the 1980s ‘they’ were warned but ‘they’ were busy. ‘They’ had the nuclear threat and the world population pressure and the world starvation problem and the terrorist outbreaks and the strikes and the corruption in high places shaking hands with crime in low places, and the endless business of simply trying to stay in power – all to be attended to urgently. They weren’t attended to; ‘they’ tried but the troubles were too big, too well entrenched to be amenable to sense or force – and the emerging troubles of the next decade had to be left until there was time, until feasibility studies could be made, the problems seen in proper context, the finance found . . .


Suddenly the next decade was here, with urgent new disasters and no sign of containment of the old. It couldn’t all be blamed on the CO2 but the saturation level surely helped. Helped us on down to misery and want.


How wonderful it would be now to wake one morning to a near-zero temperature and a wind of winter heralding the old world’s return.


Instead we have the sea and summer. The sea is rising over the beaches of the world; the coastal cities face death by drowning. Day by day the water advances up the streets from the shores and rivers; our placid old Yarra was long ago forced over its banks by the rising tides. The coast roads have vanished and the lower floors of the tenements are uninhabitable.


The aging woman has what the child desired – the sea and eternal summer.
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Francis Conway


AD 2041–2044
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In 2041 the population of the planet passed the 10 billion mark. My life has been determined by the webs and progressions of numbers and this one impressed itself on me because it had been reached a decade earlier than the predictors hoped, and because it was sufficiently frightening for the how and why to be discussed by my parents, and probably by whole nations uneasily aware of their world closing in on them. But the how and why were beyond me and anyhow irrelevant to a six-year-old’s concerns.


Teddy, three years older, pretended understanding, but Teddy always pretended understanding and I didn’t believe him. As things turned out I should have paid more attention to his boasting.


Aside from my sixth birthday (birthdays were major events then) and my first sight of the sea (something of a non-event) the marker memory of that year is the shame put on me at school when the single talent that distinguished me from others was derided and shown to be a waste, a nothing. More of that in its right place; it had much to do with shaping my life.


But first the non-event, the sea which meant so little then but is now the hungry maw on whose lip we teeter.


2041 was a golden year. Dad would say that things had never been worse, that the whole damned human race was drifting to destruction, but Six-Year-Old had only to see sunlight on the grass to know that this was Dad talks, just as complaint about the meat ration was Mum talk.


These complaints were mysteries, anomalies, for Mum was all fun and laughter and Dad had a job and all was right with the world. Dad had a job . . . so we were Sweet. Not Big Sweet, only a sort of Middle Sweet, but certainly not Swill. Nobody knows how and when those two words twisted themselves into the language. We kids were born to the knowledge that Sweet had jobs and income while Swill lived on State charity. Even servants could look down on Swill. Actually, very few Sweet kids of the day had ever seen a Swill person; the ghetto lines were firmly drawn by the time we arrived. Nine of every ten of Australia’s population were Swill and many other countries were in worse case. Living familiarly with such knowledge, the horror of it passed us by; it was the normal condition of the world.


Swill was only a word. Reality was our life, secure against fate. We had our own four-roomed house on our own standard block, with two meters of lawn strip in front and three meters of backyard and a share in the community satellite dish. We were the equals of any in our district and more equal than most because Dad owned a car.


Battery hovercraft, or indeed any modern private transport might be owned only by Very Big Sweet, but Dad was a member of Vintagers and loved the Old Bomb he had inherited from his own father, who had loved it for forty years before that. (In Grandfather’s time, Dad said, everybody had a car. It’s hard to imagine.) It was an expensive love. He spent most of his spare time tuning the engine, polishing the ‘duco’ or searching the hobby markets for parts; it was a 1986 model and one of only a few hundred petrol burners in the whole country. He drove it only once a month because petrol was unobtainable on the open market and he paid a lover’s price for contraband; also, there was only one place in Melbourne where tires could be laboriously retreaded and none where they could be bought. Mum grudged the cost of that monthly outing but enjoyed the little edge of superiority over the next-doors.


On my birthday I was allowed the choice of where to go on our outing and this year I, no doubt with some recent triv program in mind, demanded a trip to the beach. Nobody showed enthusiasm and Teddy said with weary condescension, ‘There isn’t any beach.’


For once I knew better. ‘I’ve seen it on the triv!’


‘That’s some other place. There isn’t any on Port Phillip.’


Dad interfered. ‘It’s Francis’ choice and we’ll go to the bay.’ He didn’t seem to look forward to it.


Teddy decided to stay home. ‘There’s nothing to see. I’ve been there. I know.’ He went through his routine of removing his attention but we knew that he would change his mind, boredly pandering to a younger brother’s whim. I wasn’t big enough to risk hitting him.


Usually our trips took us to the Dandenong Range at the city’s edge, where from the middle slopes we could see its whole huge sprawl without at all comprehending the intensity of life and movement concealed in the concrete canyons. The various Swill Enclaves were easily visible, grim high-rise blocks towering over all the rest, ten close-packed groups of monoliths snuffling blunt snouts at the sky. I did not wonder then how nine-tenths of the city’s 10 millions could be squeezed into one-tenth of its area.


On this day Dad drove in the opposite direction. Road surfaces were still reasonably good in Sweet suburbs and we arrived at the bay quite soon. I saw why we had not come here before; as Teddy had said, there was no beach.


The triv plays often showed beaches with yellow sand sloping to brilliant blue water and children playing while their parents lay in the sun or under bright awnings. On the water there would be yachts with coloured sails and swimmers in the gentle swells.


What I saw was a street of houses like our own, save that one side of the street was simply a concrete wall stretching out of sight in both directions. Dad pointed to steps that led to the top of the wall and I got out of the car while Teddy sniggered. The wall was about two meters thick at the top and on the water side it sloped down and out about twice as far; it was a rampart. At the foot of it lay a meter or so of wet, greyish sand amid rocks and gravelly shingle and filthy mats of seaweed. Beyond these, the sea.


In the distance the water was blue but at the shoreline it was grey and unpleasant-looking and choked with more of the seaweed, which writhed in the tide like something not quite dead. And it smelled. Disappointment was too great; I cried out my anger to the sky: ‘It stinks!’


Behind me Teddy said, ‘Like a blocked sewer.’


It wasn’t that bad, only a whiff really, but sewers were part of it. Dad and Mum had come up, Dad patting and stroking as he did when things were too wrong to put right. ‘I’m sorry, lad, but it was best to let you see.’


A streak of obstinacy in me persisted, ‘But there are beaches. On the triv.’


‘On the triv,’ he agreed, ‘but not near the big cities. The nearest decent beach is two hours away.’ He wouldn’t admit it, but the car couldn’t be trusted so far.


Mum surprised me by saying, ‘This is Elwood and there was a beach here once. I used to paddle here. Then the water came up and there were the storm years and the pollution, and the water became too filthy . . .’ She broke off, realizing that I didn’t grasp any of this but Teddy followed on as if he knew all about it, ‘It’s the Greenhouse effect.’


‘Only partly,’ Dad corrected him. He always corrected Teddy as if it were important that he get things exactly right, as if he were someone special. ‘The global temperature hasn’t risen enough yet to cause all this, though the Antarctic ice cap has begun to melt and the sea level has risen very slightly, but changes in the weather pattern have laid us open to tremendous storms.’ He lost track of what he was saying, and one thing led to another. ‘I remember when the worst storm would only wash a few waves across the road. We didn’t need an embankment. And there was a beach . . .’


I could always remember what I didn’t understand and recall it later to fit in with new knowledge; I could remember absolutely accurately if it seemed worth the effort. I still can. Numbers and memory have been my salvation and downfall.


Dad recovered briskly. ‘One day the ice cap will melt completely and all the coasts of the world will drown. Most of Melbourne will go under sixty meters of water.’ He said it like a comment on something that didn’t affect him. I did not understand but it sounded huge and memorable. I remembered.


‘Not in our time.’ That was Teddy, sure as ever.


That phrase haunts all our lives. It has been the cry of the people and of their politicians as well as of scientists who calculated the imminence of disaster and then sought reasons why it should not happen just yet. Refusal to believe is our surety that disaster cannot happen – at any rate, not today. And, every time, it does.


It was left for Mum to say, ‘It must be terrible over there in Newport when the river floods.’ Dad grimaced because the Swill Enclaves were not much mentioned in polite society; you knew of them and that was enough. But Mum went on, ‘A high tide covers the ground levels of the tenements.’


She sounded sorry for the Swill and Dad said, ‘Please, Allie,’ in his that’s enough voice.


Across the bay I could see the Newport towers, though not too clearly in the heat shimmer, three kilometers of gray obelisks. Teddy wondered aloud what the Swill would do when the water rose over their heads but Dad had declared the subject closed and would not answer. Perhaps he had no answer.


I tried to imagine the towers peeking through sixty meters of smelly water and millions of washed-out Swill swimming like mad, though I didn’t really know what Swill looked like. Like us, I supposed, only ugly and dirty as in a triv play.


After that we went to the hills and had iced cakes and fruit drinks and watched performing animals at an Entertainment Center and the birthday was saved. But the disappointing sea stayed with me as the reality behind a joyous myth – and later as destiny biding its terrible time.
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I did not like Teddy but neither did I positively hate him. He drove me to fits of helpless temper, but they passed. We ‘got on.’ I think that he didn’t bother to dislike me then, only saw me as a cross to be borne, a trial to his nine-year-old serenity. The worst of him from my point of view was his determination to monopolize Mum, to establish ownership. Dad he left to me; Teddy’s unsentimental eye perceived weakness there before I did. I was welcome to the Old Man.


He was an engineering draftsman, a designer of machine components, on a computer screen. Today it is hard to imagine such work being left to human fallibility but it was so. The occupation was classified as medium skilled and chances of promotion were slim but, as Dad put it, with 90 percent of the nation – in fact, of the world – unemployed, it wouldn’t pay to raise your sights too high. Memory of him had dimmed. I recall only a balding, worried man who made time to be a loving friend to me.


Mum was the lively one. If I loved her less than Dad, I trusted her more; it was to her that Teddy and I turned for decisions and permissions and the drying of tears. She sang songs and filled the house with the colours of joy; she charmed Dad’s moods by teaching him dance steps on the little back porch until his two left feet brought them to a staggering halt in laughter and love.


Teddy resented her joy in anyone but himself; he would turn his back on their happiness, denying it. I think they were unhappy about it, but never mentioned it where we might hear.


But were they so unhappy with him? Teddy was the golden boy (a small thing, but he was always ‘Teddy’ and I the more formal ‘Francis’) with Mum’s brilliant handsomeness. And Dad’s moodiness. I bored him. When our rare open quarrels occurred he would circle his finger at his temple and call me ‘figure farter’ and stride off, leaving me raging and feeling obscurely contemptible.


It did not enter my mind that his contempt masked jealousy of my one talent, an inability to bear with my outclassing him in anything at all. I did realize that his needling was meant to trick me into explaining how lightning calculation is done; he believed that I wilfully withheld the secret from him, but I could no more explain it then than I could now.


How describe sound to the deaf, light to the blind? Numbers have shape, invisible but apprehended by the mind. Set this shape against that shape and together they make a different, product shape. The answers are always right because when the mind can see them it is not possible to be wrong. Do you understand? Nor do I.


It seemed a useless talent. Every adult had his wrist cally for instant answers or could use a triv terminal for complex mathematics; only quite old people remembered how to do sums with pen and paper. Dad wasn’t yet that old but he did know how to work sums on paper, which was lucky for me – it made my future possible. My miniature talent – miniature because undeveloped – was at first unknown to myself. I supposed all kids could do as much if they wanted to.


Revelation came on the night when Dad dropped his wrist cally and stepped on it, cracking the microchip case. He had brought home some figuring to do; he could have used the triv but he chose to call on Teddy to use his training cally, calling the sums while Teddy punched them out. They were simple sums – a child’s training cally could only handle arithmetic – and I sat on the lounge-room carpet, turning my head from Dad to Teddy and wondering why Dad needed to ask and why Teddy had to punch keys for easy sums.


At last Dad called, ‘Total one through eight,’ and I, in a fit of showing off, said, ‘Thirty-six,’ before Teddy had a key pressed. Teddy paid no attention and carried on his mechanical addition, but Dad looked at me as though about to say something, then decided against it. I know now that he could do these sums by mental arithmetic (which is terribly slow) but preferred everything checked; he didn’t trust himself always to be right.


It was Teddy who spoke first when he finished keying, and what he said was, ‘You guessed.’


‘I didn’t.’


‘Then how did you know?’


I didn’t know how. I muttered, ‘I looked at it.’


He sneered at my obvious attempt to lie my way out of a corner but Dad said, ‘Add three through nine, Francis,’ and I answered at once, ‘Forty-two.’


Dad said, ‘Check it,’ and forty-two it was. I think Teddy would have put me to the torture in that moment; he couldn’t bear what he couldn’t emulate.


Dad asked, ‘And you just look at the answers?’


I nodded while Teddy’s lips formed the silent ‘Bullshit’ he didn’t dare say aloud. Dad did not seem surprised; the gift is not unique and he was well-enough read to have come across mention of it. He gave me some more easy sums. Teddy refused to co-operate and Dad ignored him. At last he said, ‘One through twenty,’ and all my expertise deserted me. I wailed, ‘I can’t see it.’


The trouble was that then I had no mental conception of a number as large as 100 (few people can in fact grasp the totality of more than six or seven objects at a glance) and the proper answer of 210 might have been incomprehensible if I could have seen it. Dad nodded as if he had expected something of the sort and asked if I could do division and multiplication, but I didn’t know what they were.


‘Tomorrow night I’ll show you what they are. Then we’ll see what you can do.’


Mum spoke from across the room. ‘He’s only a little boy, Fred. Don’t push him.’


‘Push? Allie, for him it’s effortless.’


She pursed her lips and refused to argue in front of us but there was argument after we went to bed, with Mum saying obstinately that she ‘didn’t like it.’ Then the door closed and we heard no more.


Mum was the social member of the family, and neighbours were on her mind when she objected to Dad’s teaching me. Teddy was ‘bright’; that was acceptable so long as we didn’t make too much of it, but an aptitude for figures among people who couldn’t add a shopping list without their callies would be seen as freakish, ‘uppity,’ not acceptable. Yet Dad had his way. Mum pretended to take no notice and Teddy ignored the whole thing, so I was able to learn. Weak personalities get their way by being mulish.


Once I had grasped the idea that multiplication and division were only different ways of arranging the shapes they were over and done with. The ‘large number’ problem Dad dealt with by showing them to be as products of smaller, more accessible numbers. Fractions were hard to visualize except for the simpler ones and I sometimes balk still at fractions involving large primes, but decimals were a breeze and led at once to the table of logarithms which, once explained, I worked out for myself.


All this took a few marvellous weeks, with Dad warm and loving in our private world of numbers. Mum’s disapproval moderated when my behaviour did not mutate into anything socially peculiar. Only Teddy blighted my pride. Each night when our light had been put out he would murmur words impossible in our parents’ presence. Just loudly enough to poison my descent into sleep would come his goodnight: ‘Fuckin’ figure farter.’


He was telling me that beside him I was nothing and always would be. I cried but accepted myself as second rate.


Nevertheless I had every kid’s dream of strutting it as the center of attention, and this led to my downfall. In this my sixth year I left playschool for junior school, where we had to attend and learn instead of absorbing social morality by rubbing against each other’s personalities in play situations. We discovered maps and the hugely meaningless size of the world. We were introduced to primers, though most could read after a fashion from deciphering the titles on the triv. We learned the tedious hooks and unions of cursive script, though few adults other than those in specialized occupations used it for more than random note-taking. (It emerged, in an aside, that Swill homes did not have word-processing vox-assemblies and we wondered how they would be able to do anything at all. There were mean legends about the Swill and such snippets fed them.)


Then there was the training calculator, the child’s first simple cally. The first lesson was an explanation of the meaning of addition, followed by a practice session in which our fingers on keys demonstrated that two and two were forever mysteriously four. Vanity overcame the herd instinct to lie low. I announced that I didn’t need the cally and could ‘do numbers faster than you punch the keys.’


The immediate response was scornful giggling from my peers and a demand that I prove my words, and our flustered teacher decided that the boast should be confirmed or exposed. She was probably only basically educated and out of her depth when I justified my bragging. More experienced assistance was needed to accommodate such genius.


For an hour of glory I was shown off to senior staff, adding and subtracting, multiplying and dividing as fast as the tests were devised. They applauded with tight smiles my innocence could not read. How could I know that these invincible adults, wrapped in wisdom, were all Teddys, hating to be upstaged, or that nobody, literally nobody, learned to figure in his head? When I mentioned logarithms the exhibition collapsed in grim silence and I was told, in a crash of reality, that I could now return to the classroom and learn the cally like everybody else.


In the playground at lunchtime the other kids paid me the full price for being the one righteous man in a world of vengeful sinners.


Then, at home . . . Teddy, in his senior class, had heard about what he termed my ‘nightclub act,’ and now he rammed humiliation in my teeth with a taunting, ‘Put you back in your box, didn’t they!’ Stung beyond caution, blind with self pity, I rushed at him, to meet a nonchalant straight left that set me howling on my arse in Mum’s vegetable patch.


Mum murmured darkly that nobody listened to her advice and when Dad came home confronted him with the tragic outcome of his meddling. High words were followed by a sentimental session in which I bawled happily in Dad’s arms while he explained that the world was full of people who wanted to drag you down to their level. I learned to hold my silly tongue but was always a fumbler on the cally keys, mis-hitting through sheer lack of interest in the slow machine.


In the next two years little happened in the small world of childhood. Living in a cocooned, cushioned ‘four-room, free standing, smart suburb, 2.5 meter triv,’ we were unaware of having been born into what an old Chinese curse considered ‘interesting times.’


How interesting became evident when Dad was ‘superannuated.’
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I must reconstruct the background of that year of my ninth birthday, because 2044 was a pivotal year for the Conways. That Australia was in far worse case than could be measured by the fortunes of one obscure family did not impinge; a child has no grasp of impersonal disasters. The stretching of my country on the rack of history did not touch my snug youth.


2033 had been the year in which the pressure of world powers, helpless before the rocketing birth rate, forced us to give away a third of Australia’s empty hectares to those ant-hordes of Asians squeezed from their paddy-fields by swarming fecundity.


Adult Sweet, with their comfortable lives hanging on knife edges of global politics, dared not protest against the coercion by the Great Powers – and so a number of dispossessed landowners, uncompensated by a bankrupt Treasury, vanished into the Swill and were heard of no more. The Swill, who believed that things could only get far worse before they failed once and for all to get better, showed little interest. Few had ever seen countryside, let alone the outback. Desert, drought and flies, wasn’t it? So let the Veets and Chinks and Indons have it. No place for a white man.


Not much of a place for a yellow man, either; two-thirds of Australia has been uninhabitable through millennia, and to that area we admitted him. He set out to make it habitable and in a measure succeeded. He concentrated the weather-control techniques that had been accumulating in cautious experiment for thirty years before and produced a torrential rainfall program, which disrupted planetary weather until international outcry forced moderation. Then he poured megatonnes of soil conditioner and fertilizer into the ground and in a surprisingly short time polluted not only the coastal rivers and the water table but the artesian reservoirs as well. Potable water became as scarce in Australia as in those other parts of the world where expensive iceberg tows and desalination plants brought desperate economies closer to collapse.


By 2044 we accepted shortages as part of life; we were reared on interrupted supplies of water and power and of any food that could not be grown in the backyard. Our parents were inured to minor deprivations and we kids didn’t know there was all that much to protest about.


Reference to a recent past without deprivations did not appear in school histories and rarely in printed sources (in any case, we had got out of the way of consulting printed sources) and certainly not in the sanitized trivcasts. I knew about the population problem, of course; everybody knew about that. But an annual increase of 11 percent doesn’t sound much, even when you work it out as doubling every four decades or so.


How should it when you are nine years old and living the good life?


About Dad: ‘superannuated’ was the word because ‘sacked’ and ‘fired’ had assumed meanings too nearly terminal. The lie that automation would forever continue to create new employment died long before its full effects were felt, but automation proliferated as the only means of maintaining competitiveness; then, with 90 percent of the planet on subsistence, where was the buying public for what competitiveness provided? The computer culture had its back to the wall but the working, salaried minority didn’t dare look at the cracking wall. Who had a job was Sweet!


One day Dad came home early and silent and did not speak to us but went into the kitchen where Mum was preparing tea. And shut the door.


Teddy said, ‘Something’s up,’ and slipped his shoes off. I followed him down the passage. Alone, I would not have dared to eavesdrop but small courage followed a leader. Listening, we learned something about our world.


Dad was explaining to Mum, in a monotone that stumbled and faded and ran into dead ends of speech. He was telling her how progress, magical progress, had squirted him from between its cogs as new techniques erased the human element from creative design. Given a base print and a specification, the new computers sorted millions of alternatives to spit out in minutes the optimum shape of a new component. An entire Department was ‘superannuated’ that day; in the places of eighty men and women, two processor screens brooded over untenanted desks. ‘Superannuation’ had once meant something like a pension. No longer.


Dad didn’t seem able to stop; he went on and on as if for the first time he saw what had existed all his life. He puzzled over the way in which, across the world, thousands of men and women were tossed on to the job market every hour. And that was a buyer’s market. No one looked for a job; infallible Central Data matched fortunate applicant to rare vacancy with disinterested precision. In a shrinking market few fluked two jobs in a lifetime.


The lucky 10 percent – not necessarily the best but those whose capacities matched the requirement of the moment – were Sweet. For life, if their luck held. For the luckless there was the Suss – State Subsistence – the bare means of staying alive . . . in the Swill tenements. No government on Earth could provide better in the day of automated collapse; many could not provide at all.
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